Customers
Most leaders in healthcare have at least some direct experience in the patient role. This experience can provide the leader with a useful frame of reference but can also create blind spots. We often tend to overgeneralize one patient's experience to those of others and in the process miss individual differences. Developing a broader understanding of the diversity of these experiences is essential to having a realistic picture of patient needs.
Staff
The workforces of hospitals are among the most highly educated in the service sector; however, the nature of professional education makes for a very complex tapestry of interrelationships. While interpersonal trust and collaboration are crucial, the goals, organizational power, and income all vary widely by profession and position. An understanding of these interworkings takes time and effort to develop and, assuming one knows more than one does, often leads to trouble.
Systems
Health systems differ fundamentally from other types of services in that they more directly address the actual survival of their customers. This makes "getting it right the first time" far more important than for most other service-providing organizations; it is also the reason that healthcare is among the most regulated of all the industries in the world.
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Understanding the systems context is particularly important to professionals coming into healthcare from other industries, allowing them to best capitalize on the similarities while gaining an appreciation for the differences. Professionals from the banking industry, for example, are typically accustomed to operating under considerable regulatory oversight; however, they may struggle to deal with the challenges of changing care-provider workflow. Similarly, professionals from the manufacturing industry can bring an invaluable skillset for improving operational efficiency, but they may have an initial blind spot about the full implications of treating the end product as a healthy patient rather than a "widget."
Community/Environment
Healthcare systems are influenced by changes and trends at multiple levels. At the community level, changes in the nature of the population, the local economy, and awareness and attitudes toward health will all affect healthcare delivery. Similar trends also operate at the national level as well as across levels (e.g., the costshifting effects of federal program cuts). The elaborate interplay of these forces may unfold over years, decades, or even generations, making the patterns particularly difficult for relative newcomers to interpret.
H O W T O B E S T D E V E L O P T H I S C O M P E T E N C Y
As is the case for most competencies, the ideal first step in developing in this competency is to gauge your current proficiency level and then to prioritize areas for further development. Examples of activities that can assist in the mastery of this competency are provided in Table 1 . Leaders with formal education in health administration may already have a solid foundation in many of these areas, although few, if any, of us can find no opportunities for improvement. For leaders whose education may be more general, or whose healthcare education may have been received decades ago, two very important sources of knowledge are direct experience and communities of learning.
Direct Experience
Healthcare is a relationship business, so it is no surprise that a number of these competency items relate to perspective-taking. Given the incredible time demand and pressure present in healthcare, many leaders find it very challenging to carve out sufficient time to forge and cultivate relationships outside of the immediate task demands they face. Setting annual goals to make specific contacts with other departments can be helpful in developing a greater awareness and appreciation of the organizational system.
A deeper understanding of the challenges that care providers face can be developed through the use of shadowing-following a willing provider during part of their day. The technique has been used to good effect in helping information systems professionals understand how these tools are used on the unit floor and to see first-hand the noxious consequences of workflow disruption.
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Communities of Learning
A "community of learning" is any group of individuals in communication with each other for the purpose of learning. Professional associations, such as those comprising the HLA, are familiar examples; others include book and journal clubs, listservs, and alumni associations. Communities of learning can provide an invaluable forum for bringing together observations and experiences within a context of reflective thinking. They can lead participants to notice and prepare for trends long before these trends are widely acknowledged.
H O W O R G A N I Z A T I O N S C A N U S E T H I S C O M P E T E N C Y
This competency can be particularly useful for helping experienced managers from other industries transition into healthcare. The field of healthcare information, in particular, is often an entry point for professionals from other sectors.
The governing board is another area in which non-healthcare professionals often enlist to serve. These professionals may have management talent but may lack in-depth knowledge of the healthcare field. The competency could be used as a checklist or framing tool for board-orientation processes, particularly for new board members with limited working experience in the hospital environment.
For more information on the concepts in this column, please contact Andy Garman at andy n garman@rush.edu.
